THE SOCIALIZATION AND POLITICIZATION OF VISTA VOLUNTEERS: 


SEX AND GENERATIONAL DIFFERENCES* 


The major purpose of this paper is to identify 
differences and similarities among people of 
different ages who have shared a common 
experience. The shared experience was 
involvement in VISTA--a movement for social 
change. VISTA was initiated in 1964 as part 
of the U.S. Office of Economic Opportunity. 
The programmatic concept as well as the 
projected public image was based upon the 
idea of a ''domestic Peace Crops." 

The VISTA goal was to recruit, train, 
and place volunteers in varied poverty 
settings. Volunteers were assigned to 
different kinds of communities and social 
service agencies. Volunteers, for example, 
worked in Job Corps Centers, Community Action 
Programs, Indian reservations, migrant camps, 
drug education and rehabilitation programs, 
and legal service centers. 

Regardless of the setting or specific 
task each volunteer was expected to assist 
in a process which would enhance the upward 
social and economic mobility of the poor. 

In the summer of 1971, at the request of 
President Nixon, VISTA as well as Peace Corps, 
and other federally funded voluntary programs 
were merged into a single centralized agency 
entitled ACTION. 

VISTA policy with regard to recruitment 
underwent three significant age related 
changes from the time of its inception to 
the present. In Stage I the primary emphasis 
was upon recruiting volunteers of all ages. 
Stage II occurred during the years of student 
activism and reflected a policy geared to 
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channelize the energies and commitment of the 
young. Young people were reminded that "if 
they were not part of the solution they were 
in fact part of the problem." Youth, 
particularly college students, were challenged 
to match their rhetoric with deeds. Stage 
III represents current VISTA policy with 
emphasis upon the recruitment of older people 
and those with professional certification. 
The current recruitment policy is in no small 
part a result of voluntary militancy and 
activism which occureed during Stage II. 

The people studied here were volunteers 
who served in VISTA during the years 1965 
through 1970. More specifically our concern 
will be with providing answers to the 
following questions: 

In what ways are age and sex differences 

associated with variations in the 

reasons volunteers give for their 

enrollment in VISTA? 

2. What differences and similarities are 
found in expressed political and 
social attitudes of volunteers? In 
what ways are certain attitudes 
connected with specific age groups? 

3. To what extent does the VISTA experi- 
ence influence political attitude 
change? How are age and sex associated 
with vulnerability to attitude change? 
Obviously, people who enroll in movements 

such as VISTA represent a highly selective 
population. Hence, we are not proposing that 
conclusions drawn from these data are 


generalizable to other populiations. At the 
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same time such a select population does allow 
for the separating out of the impact of 
generational differences from experiential 
differences. For unlike most generational 
comparison studies, this population had 
experienced a similar commitment and involve- 
ment. In other words the respondents in this 
research are reflecting upon and reacting to 
a common frame of reference. 

The data for this study were collected 
in 1970. Paper and pencil questionnaires were 
sent to 10,871 individuals who had served as 
VISTA volunteers during the years 1965 through 
1970. Responses were received from 3,780 or 
35% of the total sample population. There was 
little variation in response rate no matter 
the year served in VISTA. The age groupings 
utilized in this research report are based 
upon the age of the respondent at the time of 
entry into VISTA and not at the time the 
questionnaire was completed. 

Data available from VISTA leads to the 
conclusion that our respondents are 
representative--in terms of age and sex--of 
the total population of VISTA volunteers 
serving during the years 1965 through 1970. 

Prior to a presentation of the data 
several other points should be noted. First, 
we will be utilizing four different age 
groupings: 20 years or younger; 21 to 22 
years; 23 to 29 years; and 30 years or older. 
The reason for such an age categorization is 
simpiy that in the original analysis we 
found that those under age 30 did not for the 
most part represent a monolith. Developmental 
differences were apparent and for the most 
part attitudinal consensus was most likely to 
be found among the age groupings identified 
above. For those over age 30 there was far 
less in the way of observed attitudinal 
variation. The relative lack of variation 
among the over 30 group is best explained, 
it is proposed, by the fact that the majority 
are individuals between the ages of 55 and 60. 
At least for the years studied, the majority 
of volunteers were under age 30 and the 
remainder tended to be in the older age range. 

Finally, it should be noted that VISTA 
volunteers were a highly selective group in 
yet other ways. They were primarily white, 
fairly well-educated, middle class, and 
heavily from suburban-metropolitan areas. 
Table 1 shows both the age and sex of 
respondents at the time they applied to VISTA. 
As this table indicates, almost two-thirds of 
the males and sixty-nine percent (69%) of 
the females were in the under age 23 category. 
Generally, then, for the years studied, the 
VISTA population was quite young, with women 
more than men being among the eldest 
volunteers. 
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Age and Sex of VISTA Volunteers 
When They Applied to VISTA 


Percent 


Under 20 


21-22 23-29 30+ N 


29 35 31 6 1743(100%) 


30 15 16 2026(100%) 


With regard to background characteristics, 
it was found as indicated earlier, that most 
volunteers are white; most are fairly well 
educated, with the majority having at least 
completed some college; and most come from 
fairly middle class backgrounds. There are, 
however, certain age-sex differences in back- 
ground. Males more so than females indicate 
that they have no religious preference and are 
not currently active in a religious group. 
Males have achieved more in the way of formal 
education at the time they applied to VISTA. 
Finally, younger respondents (under age 30) 
more so than those over age 30 report that they 
have no religious preference and are not active 
in any religious group. 

Table 2 deals with the distribution of 
responses to a question dealing with motivations 
for joining VISTA. It is shown that both age 
and sex do play a role in reasons given for 
enrolling in VISTA. First, we find that 
females significantly more so than male volun- 
teers express altruistic reasons for joining 
VISTA. Regardless of age, women are higher 
than men in selecting: "To help the poor" and 
"to do something for someone else.'' The item 
selected most frequently by each age and sex 
group is: "To do something meaningful and 
relevant." Here too, however, females are 
more likely than males to endorse the 
motivating items. 

While discrepancies decline with age, we 
find that in each case male volunteers more 
so than females cite escape ('"'To get away 
from what I was doing") as an important reason 
for entering VISTA. Younger volunteers, as 
might be anticipated, perceive VISTA as a 
"useful" activity in which to be involved 
while thinking about what to do with their 
lives. Volunteers under age 30 more so than 
older volunteers see VISTA as offering an 
opportunity for self-maturity and a challenging 
setting within which one could test the courage 
of his convictions. Finally, younger volun- 
teers more so than those over 30 cite: "To help 
fight social injustice" as an important 
reason for joining. 
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In summary, females tend to be more 
altruistic than male volunteers; and younger 
volunteers, particularly females, are most 
likely to view VISTA as a relevant and useful 
activity--an activity which allows one to get 
away from it all and at the same time provides 
an opportunity for learning about oneself and 
contemplating one's future. 

In examining attitudinal and value 
differences between the generations and sexes, 
an interesting response pattern becomes 
apparent. First, no matter what question is 
dealt with, females and older volunteers tend 
to be both more restrained in their criticism 
and more optimistic in outlooks. Second, 
little variation is found among the groups of 
volunteers under the age of 30; the major 
differences occur between those under and those 
over the age of 30. Third, it is primarily 
and almost exclusively in the areas of 
government, institutional, and societal integ- 
rity and sincerity that dramatic generational 
differences occur. For the most part, younger 
volunteers are far more cynical and less 
optimistic about our ability and desire to 
eliminate social inequities than are older 
volunteers. Volunteers under age 30 are more 
critical about treatment of minorities, and, 
in contrast to older volunteers, are signifi- 
cantly more accepting of social, economic and 
cultural pluralism. 

For example, Table 3 deals with the 
question of the rights of an atheist or 
socialist to speak in public places. 


TABLE 3 - Age, Sex, and Attitude Toward 
Permitting Atheist-Socialist 


Speakers in Public Places 


Percent Strongly Agreeing 


Female 


29 
Male 
Female 


30 + 
Male 
Female 33 
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Table 3 is typical of the distributions found 
in the analysis of other attitudinal and value 
items. Differences between groups of those 
under age 30 are slight, with the exception 
that females are more conservative than males. 
The major variations are found in comparison 
of older and younger volunteers. : 

At the same time, as noted earlier, there 
are a number of areas where generational 
consensus can be found. Again, in matters 
other than those related to the integrity, 
ability, and morality of our social institution 
and in matters of cultural pluralism, genera- 
tional agreement occurs. The majority of 
respondents agree, for example, that ''Lonelines 
is one of this society's most hidden, yet most 
important, social problems."" There is general 
disagreement with the notion that it is unfair 
to bring children into the world with the way 
the future looks. There is also disagreement 
with the statement, "Nowadays, a person has 
to live pretty much for himself and let other 
people take care of themselves." 

In addition, few differences are found in 
political questions of a more general nature. 
Young and old, male and female, are about 
evenly divided in accepting the proposition 
that "The government which governs least 
governs best.'' The majority of respondents 
believe "You can fight city hall;" and that 
we should not invest heavily in "lunar probes 
and moon shots.'"' In contrast, marked genera- 
tional differences are found on specific 
issues related to governmental integrity and 
contemporary institutional procedures. 

In Table 4, relationships between age, 
sex, and attitudes toward free enterprise are 
shown. On the question "Democracy depends 
fundamentally on the existence of free enter- 
prise," it is found that less than half of 
those under age 30 agree, while there is agree- 
ment from three-fourths of the older group. 
Once again, in each group, a larger percentage 
of the women express agreement. Similarly, 
responses to a question dealing with the 
sincerity of administration leaders with regard 
to the war on poverty show significant genera- 
tional differences. Table 5 portrays the 
distribution of responses to the question: 
"The leaders of the United States do not really 
desire to wage on all out war on poverty." 

In this case again, little variation is 
found among males and females, but again a 
marked difference is seen between those over 
and those under age 30. In each case, those 
under age 30 are almost twice as likely as 
those over age 30 to agree that U.S. leaders 
are less than sincere in their desire to elimi- 
nate poverty in the U.S. As noted earlier, 
younger volunteers, particularly males, are 
most cynical about, and suspicious of, 
government intentions in the matter of social 
problem resolution. 
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TABLE 4 - Age, Sex, and Attitude Toward 
Importance of Free Enterprise 


TABLE 5 - Age, Sex, and Attitude Toward 
U.S. Leaders Insincerity 


Re: War on Poverty 
Percent Agreeing 


Percent Agreeing 
Age & Sex & N 
Under 20 
Male 
Female 


21 - 22 
Male 


Female Female 


23 - 29 
Male Male 
Female Female 
30 + 

Male 


Female 


Table 6 provides some evidence of how both 


age and sex are related to attitudes toward TABLE 6 - Age, Sex, and Suspicious Attitudes 
the United States overnment. Here respon- Toward Government Agencies’ 

dents were asked whether or not the following Involvement in Social Change 
statement describes their current feeling: 

"Suspicious toward any form or government- Percent Agreeing 
sponsored, social change agencies or programs." 


Comparisons between the sexes show that for 2 —$___——— ul 
each of the four age groups females are 

less suspicious than males. For the females, 
suspicion tends to decline with age, with 
those females over age 30 being least 
suspicious. Generational differences, 
however, are more marked with both males and 
females under 30 being twice as likely as 
those over age 30 to express suspicion. 


Female 


Impact of the VISTA Experience on the 
Political Posture of Volunteers 


Data in Table 7 (next page) indicate the 
relationships between age, sex, and whether 
or not the VISTA experience is perceived 

as an important reason for change in 
political posture. Little variation is 
shown between males and females in each of 
the four age groups. Two types of 
differences can be observed. First, the Female 
younger the volunteer the greater the 
propensity toward a change in political 
attitude. The greatest variation is found 


Female 


Male 
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between the very oldest and very youngest 
volunteers. Secondly, those under age 30 
are, in almost each case, twice as likely as 
those over age 30 to cite VISTA as the reason 
for change in political attitude. While we 
cannot identify the specific event or experi- 
ence which contributed to this change, it is 
clear from this table and other data collected 
that the VISTA experience did have a 
significant politicization impact upon the 
younger volunteers. 

The direction and degree of this 
political change can be seen in Table 8 
(next page). Each respondent was asked to 
indicate both his pre and post VISTA poli- 
tical orientation. In Table 8, the 
percentage distributions for each pre-VISTA 
political orientation are presented for each 
age and sex group. In order to show gains 
and losses, a second percentage is also 
provided. Gains between the pre and post 
period are shown with a plus (+) symbol; 
losses with a minus (-) symbol; and (NC) 
indicated no change. While younger volunteers, 
particularly male, identify themselves mainly 
as "liberal" and "radical left," the other 
volunteers in Table 8 see themselves as 
"conservative" and ''moderate.'' Females 
under the age of 30, fall between being less 
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to the left of males under 30 and more to 
those to the left of those over age 30. 

In examining changes in politicial 
orientation, it can be noted that most of the 
reported change represents a shift to the 
left. That is, regardless of age or sex, 
decreases are found in the conservative and 
moderate categories with the greatest degree 
of change, as noted earlier, occurring among 
those under age 30. It also is in this age 
group that the shift to the left is most 
dramatic--with increases ranging from 13% for 
females in the 23-29 age group to 21.1% for 
males under age 20. Finally, with the 
exception of the over age 30 group, males 
are more likely to indicate a radical left 
orientation than are females. 

In review then, of the recollections of 
pre and post VISTA experience political 
orientation, it is found that: (1) Males under 
30 held the more liberal political posture at 
the time they applied to VISTA; (2) Younger 
people more so than older ones indicate a 
change in political orientation and attribute 
this change to the VISTA experience; and (3) 
Generally, where change does occur, it 
represents a shift to the left, and younger 
volunteers, males more so than females, show 
the higher degree of change to the left. 


TABLE 7 — Age, Sex, and Political Attitude Change as a Result of VISTA Experience 


VISTA: THE 
REASON FOR CHANGE 


Age & Sex 
Under 20 
Male 
Female 
21 - 22 
Male 


Female 


REASON FOR CHANGE 


NOT THE NO 
CHANGE 


VISTA: 


(100) (494) 


(100) (779) 
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Summary and Conclusions 
The data presented here would suggest that 


differences in attitudes and values do exist 
along both age and sex dimensions. While 
the most dramatic differences are found to 
exist between the very youngest and the very 
oldest, there are important variations among 
those volunteers in the under age 30 cohort. 
Particularly in the areas of motivation for 
entering VISTA and in political orientation 
do the very youngest of the volunteers stand 
in contrast to those closest to them in age. 
The very youngest of volunteers are most 
likely to say they were looking for a useful 
and relevant involvement; that they were 
seeking an experience which would test the 
courage of their convictions; that they sought 
to escape from what they were doing; and 
that they were looking for a "time out" from 
the normal and expected socialization process 
in order to make decisions about what they 
wanted to do with their lives. 

Younger volunteers were also more likely 
than others to report that the VISTA experi- 
ence influenced their political orientation 
and to report a shift of a more radical 
political posture. 

Further, the data make clear that while 
age differences are important, sex differences 
also play some part in perceptions and 
attitudes. Generally, women VISTA volunteers, 
more so than men, tend to politically moderate; 
less critical of governmental intent, and 
somewhat more positive in their feelings about 
the current status of our society. 

The analysis also indicates that there 
are areas of consensus which do cut across 
age and sex lines. Most specifically, on 
issues of the human condition, little vari- 
ation is observed between the generations. 

On the other hand, where the issues revolve 
around the integrity, morality, intent, and 
procedures of our government and our social 
institutions, significant generational 
differences are shown. 

Again, while this study is based upon 
data collected from a fairly select group of 
adults and youth, the results should provide 
some basis for better understanding 
generational dynamics in general. In any 
case, the final question to be dealt with is 
why the greater disenchantment and alienation 
of the younger volunteer. 

In the way of attempted explanation, the 
following interpretations are proposed. 
First, while older volunteers came to VISTA 
primarily to do something helpful and to do 
for others, many of the younger volunteers 
came to learn about themselves, to get away 
from whatever they were doing--in summary, 
to get their heads together. This is not 
meant to imply that younger volunteers were 
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not altruistic or truly concerned about the 
plight of the poor. Rather, their altruism 
and concern were mixed with an important 
developmental need to find out who they were 
and what the outside world was really like. 
In addition, many of the young people who 
came to VISTA were already disenchanted with 
their academic activities. Hence, among the 
younger volunteers were individuals who may 
have already been on the path of alienation. 


It is clear that many of the younger volunteers, 


because they had no previous first-hand 
experience with the real world of poverty or 
bureaucratic operations, were shocked at what 
they found. The combination of a pre- 
disposition toward alienation mixed with the 
realities of the real world were sufficient 
to confirm yet untested assumptions about the 
quality and integrity of our social policies. 

Second, younger volunteers were not only 
less experienced in the ways of bureaucracies, 
but they also had little in the way of 
relevant helping skills. Where older 
volunteers could put to use skills already 
practiced, younger volunteers had fewer 
alternatives. One result was that younger 
volunteers were more likely to resort to 
"community organization and confrontation 
tactics activities" which were likely to 
generate hostility from establishment leaders 
and create problems for volunteers. Other 
data collected in this study show that younger 
volunteers were much more likely than older 
volunteers to report that they had little 
impact in areas in which they worked. In 
other words, younger more so than older 
volunteers report that they were not satisfied 
with their accomplishments. In seeking to 
explain their ability to make a difference, it 
may be argued that younger volunteers would 
tend to hold ''the system"! and its institutions 
responsible. 

Third, the generations do differ in 
their exposure to and familiarity with 
societal change. Unlike youth, older people 
can, from personal experience, note contrasts 
between the way things were and the way they 
are now. The frame of reference for the 
generations does differ. Older volunteers 
have seen what, to them at least, represents 
a marked change in policies dealing with the 
poor and minorities. This change toward the 
enhancement of equality and efforts to improve 
the status of the poor is seen as evidence of 
the good faith, morality, and integrity of our 
leaders. A similar comparative personal 
frame of reference is non-existent for younger 
volunteers. For the young, matters of racism, 
equality, poverty, and human dignity are not 
new issues. They are issues which the young 
have heard about all through their lives. 
Unlike older individuals, they are unable to 
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see where things have changed or improved. 
There has been rhetoric but not resolution. 

Fourth, older volunteers--like other 
adults--have in fact been integral parts of : 
the very same social institutions which the 
young attack. Their lives have been invested 
in these institutions. It is not surprising, 
then, that they should be more defensive about 
and supportive of these institutions, since 
they are the institutions. The young, on the 
other hand, are, for the time at least, 
detached and not part of the establishment and 
its institutions. Criticism comes easier and 
perhaps rightfully so. 
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